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Epigrams in archaic art: the 'Chest ofKypselos' 
Barbara E. Borg 
T h e famous 'Chest of Kypselos', lost to us but described in great detail by 
Pausanias (Paus. 5.17.5—19.10), is exceptional among decorated monument s 
of the archaic period in a number of ways. First, the number of inscriptions, 
including hexameter epigrams in particular, is absolutely unique. Second, 
the sheer quantity of its images is remarkable, and outnumbered only by the 
Throne of Amyclae (Paus. 3.18.9—19.2). And third, the 'chest' offers a very 
unusual choice of subjects and iconographies.1 
According to Pausanias, the K\J\\JEXT\1kypsele (as he calls it) was donated 
by the descendants of the Corinthian tyrant Kypselos to the sanctuary at 
Olympia, where it was still to be seen in the temple of Hera during the 
second century AD.2 This information fits well with the date of the monu ­
ment , which is now agreed to be the 580s or 570s BC.3 T h e wooden 
container was decorated with five friezes or zones (xcbpcu/'chorat) of 
wood, ivory and gold reliefs. T h e actual shape of the kypsele has long been 
debated but there is now a consensus that it was a round, barrel­like 
container whose name kypsele was only later transferred f rom the name of 
the tyrant to the m o n u m e n t (not the other way round, as the story has 
1 Earlier versions of this paper have been presented in B o n n , Heide lberg , Berlin a n d at the conference in 
Rauischhol t shausen . I w o u l d like to t h a n k the organisers for their invi ta t ion a n d all par t ic ipants in the 
discussion for he lpfu l suggest ions a n d crit icism. Special thanks go to G l e n n W . M o s t a n d Richard 
Seaford for their s t imula t ing c o m m e n t s ( t hough nei ther agrees wi th all o f the suggest ions offered here), 
a n d to Elena Isayev and Lynet te Mitchel l for their he lp wi th improv ing m y English. 
1 A d i f ferent accoun t is offered by D i o Chrys . i i . 45, w h o names Kypselos h imsel f as the donor . 
Howeve r , even accord ing to a low chronology for t he Cypselids, the accoun t is hardly compa t ib le w i t h 
t he i conography of the 'chest1; see n. 3. 
3 T h e da te was first established by Payne 1931: 74 n. 4; 7 7 ­ 8 ; 125­43; 351 wi th n . 4. T h e chronology of 
C o r i n t h i a n vases is a m a t t e r for deba te b u t it seems tha t mos t scholars have accepted the da t ing 
f r amework suggested by Payne; see the discussion in A m y x 1988: 397­429 . M o s t recently, Spli t ter 
(2000: passim) arrived at the same da te based on his detailed compar i sons be tween the images on the 
'chest ' a n d the iconography of vase images; for t he history of scholarship on this see Spli t ter 2000 ; 
123­60. Ivory carvings f r o m Sparta a n d Delph i , w h i c h are very close to t he 'chest ' in t echnique , subject 
ma t t e r a n d chronology, can give a good impression of wha t the images m a y have looked like (Car ter 
1989, also summar i sed by Split ter 2000 : 51­3). 
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it).4 The upper and lower chorai display mythical episodes or, more rarely, 
individual divinities. The middle chora is decorated with a continuous frieze 
showing two armies facing each other. The first, second, fourth and originally 
perhaps also the fifth chora (counted by Pausanias from the bottom) were 
inscribed with hexameters - some of them written boustrophedon — and with 
single names identifying figures and scenes. While the labelling of indivi­
dual figures is quite common in this period, the epigrams are exceptional, 
and my intention here is to demonstrate that this feature is the most obvious 
indication, among others, of an unusually close relationship between a piece 
of art and poetry. 
P A U S A N I A S ' A C C O U N T O F W O R K S O F A R T 
Since the kypsele is no longer extant my following argument relies entirely 
on Pausanias' account. As this author has repeatedly been criticised as an 
unreliable source for the kind of research I attempt, it might be helpful to 
discuss briefly the arguments for his reliability in this particular case before 
approaching the actual question. Pausanias as a historical source has had a 
rather changeable reputation. For a long time, he was regarded as a kind of 
ancient Baedeker recording monuments , rituals and events objectively 
and according to autopsy during his own travels. While his literary style 
was usually frowned upon, the information he provides was regarded as 
extremely useful and taken more or less at face value. However, several 
mistakes and omissions did not pass unnoticed in modern scholarship, 
and by some he was harshly criticised for these flaws and suspected of 
drawing heavily on other writers' accounts which, in turn, would not 
necessarily be reliable at all. More recently, interest in the Description of 
Greece has shifted f rom using the work as a quarry for bits of information 
towards the work as a whole and the author himself, who has moved very 
much into the centre of academic interest. Scholars are now studying 
him as an important figure of the so­called Second Sophistic, stressing and 
also analysing his idiosyncrasies and biases. Jas Eisner was the first 
to suggest that we should read Pausanias as someone tracing what he 
believed would make up Greek identity, as someone writing a pilgrim's 
4 Roux 1963; Splitter 2000:15­20. Snodgrass' suggestion (1998:109 and 2001:128) that the kypsele might 
have been the original container in which Kypselos was hidden by his mother to protect him from the 
Bacchiadae decorated with images only in later generations seems rather unlikely both on technical 
and historical grounds, and seems to rest still on the assumption that the kypsele was indeed a 
rectangular chest (2001: 136, where he talks about its potential length). 
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account.5 Accordingly, Pausanias omits almost any notion of monuments 
or pieces of art later than about 150 BC.6 
This recent interest in Pausanias, fascinating as it is, need not,' however, 
rule out any reading of his work as a source of lost information, but should 
rather draw attention to the pitfalls of such an approach. While it would be 
very interesting indeed to know why Pausanias chose to describe the 'chest' 
at such length - it is the second-longest descriptive excursus in his whole 
work7 — the present author is interested in the object's original meaning, 
which is obviously beyond Pausanias' grasp. 
Pausanias' shortcomings as a source of'factual' information are primarily of 
two different kinds: first, omissions which appear to be due to a deliberate 
selectivity analysed with great success in recent scholarship;8 and second, 
mistakes, or rather biased accounts of historical events and other narratives 
which he heard from different people and read in other authors, and which 
again he chose to relate according to his own objectives. As for the merely 
descriptive parts of individual monuments, however, Pausanias can rarely be 
accused of any mistakes let alone of deliberate manipulation. In the case of 
Olympia, his description of the sanctuary matches the archaeological record 
very well so that there is no reason to doubt that he actually visited the site.9 
As for the kypsele in particular, there'is a discrepancy between his account 
and Dio Chrysostom regarding the donor of the votive.10 Yet this discrep­
ancy concerns additional information on the monument (as is usually 
supplied by guides, or written accounts), not features of the item itself, 
and the same is true of the various interpretations of the third chora quoted 
by Pausanias." In 5.18.1, he describes a scene showing Nyx, holding in her 
5 Eisner 1992; Eisner 1994; Eisner 1995:125-55; Eisner 2001, with special focus on Olympia. Eisner also 
reads Pausanias as an erhnographer, an idea developed further by Alcock 1996. For Pausanias as a 
historian see esp. Bingen 1996. Other imporrant contributions along rhis line of inquiry include 
Arafat 1996, Alcock 2001. 
6 O n this see e.g. Bowie 1996, Arafat 1996. 
7 Snodgrass 2001: 128 with suggestions on this question passim. 
8 A good example is his conspicuous silence about the N y m p h a e u m of Herodes Atticus in Olympia, 
most probably due to his disregard for this monument . Cf. Arafat 1996: 37—8; 44-5; 198 for various 
possible reasons for Pausanias' omission. 
9 This applies especially when we take his narrative strategies into account, cf. Eisner 2001. See also 
Pausanias' explicit note that he would not give die measurements o f the Olympian Zeus based on any 
written account 5.11.9. Jones 2001 argues, moreover, diat the expounders and informants Pausanias 
mentions so often were indeed local guides and people he met rather rhan written sources he consulted, 
and that they belonged to the higher and educated ranks of society. For a general discussion of Pausanias' 
alleged errors see Pritchett 1999: esp. 36-167, w h o largely supports the view presented here, as far as errors 
in descriptions are concerned, not those of interpretation, historical dates etc. Jacquemin 2001. 
10 See n. 2 above. 
11 T h e same would also apply to his account o f the fifth chora, where his interpreration of the imagery has 
been challenged by modern scholars, whereas there is no reason to doubt his description. 
t 
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arms two children, Hypnos and Thanatos. According to his description, the 
former is white and the latter black, which has caused some irritation among 
scholars. Based on later representations of the two personifications where 
Hypnos is black and Thanatos white, they have accused Pausanias of giving 
a wrong description here, which, by implication, would raise suspicion 
about his reliability elsewhere.12 However, there is no reason to assume 
that the colour symbolism of their skin has always remained the same, 
especially since in these later accounts Hypnos and Thanatos are different in 
other respects as well, for example in that they are adults.13 
O n the positive side, there is the actual way in which Pausanias discusses 
the monument. T o be sure, the fact that he explicitly claims autopsy may be, 
in the time of the Second Sophistic, as much a hint that he is blatantly lying as 
an indication that he is telling the truth. O n the other hand, he is quite precise 
in describing the direction in which he proceeds around the kypsele (5.17.6; 
5.18.1; 5.18.6; 5.19.1; 5.19.7)- Ironically, a real mistake by Pausanias arguably 
can be taken as the best support of the view that his descriptions at least are 
perfectly reliable. At 5.17.11, Pausanias describes two neighbouring scenes of 
the first chora showing the funerary games for Pelias and Heracles fighting the 
Hydra. According to Pausanias, Iolaus with his chariot is the winner of the 
chariot race at the former event. However, this would not only make a strange 
participant at the funerary games, not mentioned anywhere else, but based 
on common contemporary iconography we would also expect Iolaus to be 
present at the labours of Heracles. Due to a lack of framing lines between the 
scenes, Pausanias obviously misinterpreted the position of Iolaus whom he 
attributed to the wrong event.14 Yet his description is precise enough to help 
us not only identify his error as such but even correct it. Indeed, many of his 
descriptions are so detailed that they have been recognised by scholars as 
matching exacdy the iconographical schemes typical of the 580s and 570s.15 In 
other instances he expresses his puzzlement over a piece of iconography he is 
not familiar with: 'Artemis (I have no idea why) has wings on her shoulders' 
(5.19.5); 'The Centaur does not have all four horse's hooves, but his front feet 
are human' (5.19.7). Thus, Pausanias appears to be both trustworthy and 
detailed as regards his description of the images. 
With the inscriptions recorded by him, we are on slightly less firm 
ground. There is no reason to doubt that there were any inscriptions at all 
11 E.g. O. Waser in Roscher ML V, 499 s.v. Thanatos; Shapiro 1993: 132. 
13 See Borg 2002:117—18 for a more detailed argument. For Hypnos and Thanatos as children cf. Hes. 
Theog. 211-12; 756-9. 
14 Splitter 2000: 46-50 with earlier bibliography. 15 Cf. n. 3 above. 
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or that Pausanias saw them himself.16 Firstly, only where he would have 
seen inscriptions is Pausanias able to identify the subjects represented. 
About the meaning of the third and fifth chora, both lacking inscriptions, 
he is obviously insecure. Secondly, there is ample evidence for vase painters 
of this period being particularly fond of adding writing to their images,17 
and thus the same is likely to be true of relief designers, especially since the 
iconography used by the two different genres is so similar.18 Thirdly, the 
very kinds of inscriptions are not only commented on by Pausanias repeat­
edly and in great detail ­ something that is highly unlikely to be recorded in 
a collection ­ 1 9 but they all appear on extant objects of the same time. Single 
names appear throughout in vase painting and longer inscriptions written in 
curvy lines including boustrophedon (5.17.6) are also particularly frequent 
during the first half of the sixth century, especially on Corinthian pots.20 
Verse inscriptions are relatively rare, but they do occur.21 W e may also have 
to bear in mind that they are rather frequent on votive offerings in general 
although on these objects they usually refer to some aspect of the dedica­
tion.22. This may suffice for the moment as support for the view that the 
verses were actually there, and I shall argue below in more detail both why 
they are so numerous on the kypsele and why they refer to the images rather 
than the dedication as such. 
Finally, we come to the uncertainties involved in the text of the verse 
inscriptions themselves. There are several minor mistakes as well as a few 
corrupt passages, which have raised the question of whether Pausanias 
would have been able to read the obscure archaic Corinthian script at 
all.23 Habicht and others have put forward good arguments for the assump­
tion that he could indeed read archaic Corinthian,2 4 and there still remains 
the possibility that the copyists of the manuscript were responsible for any 
mistakes. Resolving this issue would require a new discussion of Pausanias' 
16 Gal lavot t i 1978 and 1979 argued that Pausanias m u s t have used existing edi t ions of epigrams a n d 
inscript ions. Agains t this hypothesis see H a b i c h t 1985: 48­51, W h i t t a k e r 1991 and , mos t recently, 
C h a m o u x 2001: 83. 
17 I m m e r w a h r 1990; O s b o r n e / P a p p a s 2 0 0 7 wi th fu r the r bibl iography. 
18 T h i s can be demons t r a t ed on a m o n u m e n t s o m e fifty years later, the Treasury of the S iphnians at 
De lph i ; B r i n k m a n n 1994. 
19 Genera l c o m m e n t : 5.17.6; locat ion of wri t ing: 5.18.2; 5.19.4; te rminology: 5.18.5; met r ic 5.18.2; 5.19.3. 
Snodgrass 2001: 129 makes the same po in t . 
2 0 W a c h t e r 2001; O s b o r n e / P a p p a s 2007: esp. fig. 5.5. 
21 Wach te r 2001: passim, esp. Pt. n . 3 and 5; ad C O P 85 with n . 482; §251 with n. 894; Osborne/Pappas 2007. 
2 1 O s b o r n e / P a p p a s 2007 . 
23 For t he various a t t empt s at e m e n d a t i o n see F rohne r 1892 and , m o r e recently, Snodgrass 2001:129—30, 
a n d c o m m e n t s below. 
2 4 H a b i c h t 1985: esp. 149­51; Snodgrass 2001: 130; C h a m o u x 2001: 82­3. 
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texts based on the manuscripts available, and it would need a linguist's 
expertise as well.25 None of these issues can be addressed here, not least 
because I am not a linguist. However, my overall suggestion about the 
relationship between the kypsele and literary texts does not depend on 
uncertainties of detail with regard to any single inscription. Moreover, it 
is based primarily on the content of what the inscriptions tell us rather than 
on particular details of their style and wording. Thus, I hope that it will turn 
out that it is still worth pursuing the questions indicated above on the basis 
of work done by others.26 
A G A M E M N O N ' S F I G H T A N D T H E H O R R O R S O F W A R 
Pausanias describes the eighth scene of the fourth chora as follows: 
'IcpiSduavToc, 8E T O U 'AvTrjvopoc, KEIUEVOU uaxduEvoc, Ttpoc, 
'AyauEuvova uitEp a u T o u Kocov EOTI . 06(3oc, SE ETT'I T O U 'AyauEuvovoc, TT} 
a O T t l S l ETtEOTlV, E'XGOV TT\V KEmOtAriV A E O V T O S . ETnypduHOCTOC 5 E UTfEp UEV 
T O U 'IqnSduavxoc, v E K p o G -
ficpiSdpac, 0 U T 0 5 y a , K6fGOV TtEpi(3dpvaTai a u T o u -
T O U 'Ayauiuvovoc, 5E ETTI TFJ damSt -
0 U T 0 5 UEV 06(3o<; EOTI PpoTcbv, 6 5' E'XCOV 'AyauEuvcov. Paus. 5.19.4 
and Iphidamas t h e son of Antenor l i e s d e a d , w h i l e Agamemnon fights with Koon 
o v e r h i s body. And Panic i s seen on Agamemnon's shield, having a lion's h e a d . The 
inscriptions a r e , o v e r t h e corpse of Iphidamas, 
'This is Iphidamas, Koon is fighting for him.' 
and on Agamemnon's shield: 
'This i s t h e Panic t h a t s e i z e s men, and h e t h a t wields i t i s Agamemnon.'27 
There are multiple references to the epic prototype on which the image 
was modelled. First, the episode is taken from Homer ' s Iliad. The fight is 
described in book n , the aristeia of Agamemnon (11.248—63), in which it 
serves to characterise the leader of the Achaeans.28 At first glance the defeat 
of Iphidamas and Koon appears as an unambiguous heroic deed; but a 
closer look indicates that it is a fateful event. Neither Iphidamas and Koon 
nor any of their kin and friends have ever done any harm to Agamemnon 
25 On the manuscript tradition in general see most recently Irigoin 2001 and Rocha-Pereira 2001 with 
further bibliography. Chamoux 2001 points out Pausanias' literary interest in epigrams but makes it 
clear that the author also takes them as a primary and particularly reliable source of information 
alongside prose inscriptions, and uses them both to verify (or falsify) oral and literary tradition. 
26 For the most recent critical apparatus see Pausanias, Description de la Grece, vol. v (Casevitz, Paris 
1999) ad loc. 
27 All English translations and the Greek text after Stuart-Jones 1894, who also provides critical notes. 
28 Cf. Thornton 1984: 78-80; Taplin 1990; Stanley 1993:129. 
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or his people. O n the contrary, their father Antenor once hosted the 
embassy led by Menelaus and Odysseus (77. ^.xo^S.) and, opposing 
Paris' party, spoke up in favour of Helen's return (//. J.^JS.).2'9 
Agamemnon's ignorance is complemented by his undue cruelty, which, 
in this fight, is highlighted by the fact that he not only kills Koon, who 
wanted to recover the body of his brother, but also beheads h im over 
the corpse.30 
Interestingly, the depiction on the kypsele reflects the same ambiguity in 
the evaluation of the episode as the Iliad. T h e iconography of the scene 
itself corresponds to the very common type of two warriors fighting over 
a corpse. Its evaluation by the viewer certainly depends on his or her 
personal disposition but the most obvious reaction in this period would 
have been to interpret the scene as a positive example of heroic commit­
ment.31 However, on the kypsele the artist has taken care to guide the 
viewer through the episode as it is depicted in the Iliad. This is achieved, 
firstly, by the very choice of the duel and its protagonists. O f all heroic 
duels, the artist has chosen one in which the hero is a very problematic 
character, and opted for a fight which not only questions the conduct of 
the victorious party but even points out the fateful side of war itself. In 
addition, this interpretation is not left for the educated viewer to arrive at 
alone but receives additional stress and support by the text accompanying 
the picture. Though it is not a direct quote from the Iliad, it is written 
in epic verse and refers to an event which, to our knowledge, is only 
recorded in this poem. Moreover, the 'caption' of the scene clearly speaks not 
about Agamemnon's fight but about Koon's: 'This is Iphidamas, Koon is 
fighting for him.' ('IcpiSctuaj o u r o s TE KOCGV TrepiudpvaTai CCUTOU­ Paus. 
5.19.4), thus leading the viewer to adopt the point of view of Koon (and, in a 
way, that of Iphidamas), the perception, that is, of precisely those individuals 
who will not survive the fight and even suffer shameful mutilation. 
T h e second hexameter refers to Agamemnon's shield device and 
encourages the viewer to take specific notice of it: 'This is the Panic that 
seizes men, and he that wields it is Agamemnon ' (OUTOC, UEV <P6|3OS EOTI 
Thornton 1984: 79­80. See Strassburger 1954: 69­71 for an analysis of the duels with a somewhat 
different result. 
In the Iliad, the pathos is increased by several references to Iphidamas' recent marriage. Agamemnon's 
cruelty is even more obvious in other duels (Stanley 1993: 128­36), of which none has ever been 
represented in the visual arts. Possibly, the fight against Koon was the most convenient choice since it 
could be shown in the well­established scheme of a duel over a corpse, while other scenes would have 
been much more difficult to depict. On the character of Agamemnon cf. Bassett 1934 and Taplin 
1990. On beheading as an act of cruelty: Segal 1971: 20­1; Vernant 1982; Lendon 2000. 
Borg 2006. 
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P p o T c o v , 6 8 ' e'xcov ' A y a u e u v c o v . Paus . 5.19.4). A g a i n , t h e r e f e r e n c e t o 
t h e Iliad is a p p a r e n t n o t o n l y in t h e h e x a m e t e r f o r m o f t h e i n s c r i p t i o n b u t 
also i n its c o n t e n t . A t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f b o o k 11, A g a m e m n o n ' s a r m i n g o f 
h i m s e l f f o r t h e ba t t l e , in w h i c h I p h i d a m a s a n d K o o n wil l b e k i l led , is 
d e s c r i b e d i n s o m e deta i l . H e r e , P h o b o s figures o n A g a m e m n o n ' s sh ie ld as 
wel l b u t h e is a c c o m p a n i e d b y t w o o t h e r f r i g h t e n i n g d a e m o n s , G o r g o a n d 
D e i m o s . A l t h o u g h t h e sh ie ld o n t h e ' che s t ' has j u s t o n e o f t he se m o n s t e r s 
t h e para l le l m u s t b e m o r e t h a n j u s t c h a n c e w h e n w e t ake i n t o a c c o u n t t h e 
v a r y i n g c o n d i t i o n s a n d c o n v e n t i o n s o f t h e t w o d i f f e r e n t m e d i a . T h r e e 
figures ( a n d t he i r i n sc r ip t i ons ) w o u l d h a r d l y h a v e f o u n d e n o u g h space o n 
t h e sh ie ld o f t h e ' ches t ' a n d w o u l d h a v e b e e n e i t h e r less c o m p r e h e n s i b l e o r 
less de t a i l ed i n t he i r i m p l i c a t i o n s a n d m e a n i n g . 3 2 I n t h e case o f t h e Iliad, 
n a m i n g t h e i n d i v i d u a l m o n s t e r s wil l h a v e b e e n a n ef fec t ive m e a n s o f 
s t i m u l a t i n g t h e i m a g i n a t i o n o f t h e a u d i e n c e , e a c h a d d i t i o n a l n a m e a n 
a d d i t i o n a l h o r r o r . I n t h e image , h o w e v e r , it is exact ly t h e r e s t r i c t ion t o a 
s ingle figure s h o w n in de ta i l w h i c h w o u l d b r i n g its f r i g h t e n i n g c h a r a c t e r t o 
t h e fo re . T h e p r e d a t o r ' s h e a d g iven to P h o b o s d e m o n s t r a t e s h i s d r e a d f u l 
c h a r a c t e r as d r a m a t i c a l l y as n e e d e d — a n d w h a t c o u l d t h e o t h e r d a e m o n s 
h a v e a d d e d ? T h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s eems to b e s u p p o r t e d b y l i t e ra ry e v i d e n c e 
as wel l , w h e r e D e i m o s is o n l y m e n t i o n e d in c o n n e c t i o n w i t h h i s b r o t h e r 
P h o b o s w h i l e P h o b o s also a p p e a r s a lone . 3 3 A c c o r d i n g l y , P h o b o s o n t h e 
kypselevfoxAA b e a s u m m a r y o f t h e images o n t h e Iliad sh ie ld p r o m p t e d b y 
t h e necess i t ies o f a d i f f e r e n t m e d i u m . 
H o w e v e r , t h e h e x a m e t e r a n d t h e cho ice of t h e sh ie ld device are m o r e 
t h a n jus t re ferences t o a f a m o u s p o e m . P h o b o s is n o t o n l y a shie ld device 
b u t also a n a t t r i b u t e o f A g a m e m n o n h imse l f . T h e e p i g r a m draws n o 
a t t e n t i o n to t h e fac t t h a t P h o b o s is an image b u t r a the r relates h i m di rec t ly 
to this he ro . I n d e e d t h e n o u n phobos has an active as well as a passive aspect 
t o it . T h e active sense is t he abi l i ty to cause fear, cpofk lv , c o m m o n w i t h gods 
a n d he roes alike; t he passive o n e is flight b u t , to s o m e ex t en t a l ready in 
H o m e r , also t he psychologica l s ta te o f fear caus ing flight.34 A g a m e m n o n ' s 
a t t r i b u t e o f P h o b o s , w h i c h h e c a n use l ike a sh ie ld , charac te r i ses h i m as 
s o m e o n e w h o , l ike Ares , possesses t h e p o w e r p h o b e i n a n d t h u s can t r igger 
phobos, p a n i c , flight a n d fear . 3 5 T h i s p o w e r , o r r a t h e r its e f fec t , t h e 
32 Splitter 2000: 22; 42-3 on the size of the shield and the placing of the inscription on its edge. 
33 E.g. Horn. //. 9,1-2; 13.299; cf. Shapiro 1993: 208. 
34 Gruber 1963:15-39; Erbse 1986: 29-34, who refers to the passive aspect of flight and fear only. 
35 I am grateful to Cornelis Bol who reminded me of depictions of shields on vases, where the shield 
devices seem to leap out of the shield like real animals or daemons attacking the opponent; see 
examples in Kaeser 1981: 127 n. 232-5. 
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Trojans' flight in panic, also is a recurrent motif in book 11 of the Iliad 
(11.120—1; 158—9; 178) and seems to have inspired the unique iconography 
of Phobos in ancient art.36 Indeed, Agamemnon is compared with a lion 
remarkably frequently and extensively (11.113-14; 129-30; i72fT.; 239). 
One instance where the simile is used is in the fight against Iphidamas 
(11.239), when the Trojans fleeing from Agamemnon in panic are com­
pared explicitly with a deer in 11.113­21 and with cattle in 11.172—8 fleeing 
from a lion. The shield and its device Phobos thus evoke a character­
isation of Agamemnon which is central to his aristeia and to his terrifying 
personality.37 
The two hexameters which may at first appear to be providing some basic 
information actually draw attention to two central aspects of the episode, 
which guide the viewer in the same direction as the Iliad does and, I would 
maintain, extend their meaning as a comment on the complexities of 
warfare in general. Although referring to one of the greatest heroes of the 
Iliad, by focusing on the names — and the personality — of the victims 
instead of the victor of the fight, the first hexameter reminds the reader/ 
viewer of 'all the bitterness of war',38 while Phobos becomes the horror of 
combat and warfare itself to which Koon and Iphidamas fell victim and 
which they confirm by their undeserved (type of) death.39 
The image described above combines three strategies of making reference 
to a poetic work or, more precisely, to an epic. Arguably the most obvious 
strategy is the use of hexametrical epigrams; another is the adaptation of a 
particular episode and choice of protagonists. The third is not a direct 
reference to literature or even a particular poem but rather the adaptation 
of a literary mode of expression: the introduction of a personification, 
Phobos, as an allegorical commentary on Agamemnon and the events he 
is involved in.40 In no other scene on the 'chest' do we find all three 
strategies employed at the same time. However, the techniques themselves 
are quite common and will be briefly illustrated here with some further 
examples. 
6 On other images of Phobos, all in the iconography of a charioteer, cf. LIMC VII (1994) 393­4 s.v. 
Phobos (J. Boardman); Shapiro 1993: 208­15; Borg 2002:143­5. 
7 On lion similes in general see Schnapp­Gourbeillon 1981: esp. 38­48; 72­3. 
8 Strassburger 1954: 127. 
5 Cf. Thornton 1984: 78­80: 'The pathos of the blind destructiveness of war, suggested by the 
"gleaming chest" of the first pair killed, by the second pair having been caught and ransomed before, 
by the third pair dooming themselves to death by their very appeal for mercy, reaches its climax in 
Agamemnon's killing the sons of Antenor in ignorance.' 
0 I have shown elsewhere (Borg 2002: passim) that this is a literary device used in real images only in 
later periods and even then rarely. 
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E P I G R A M S 
Eigh t scenes o n the kypsele have ep igrams inscr ibed, f o u r each in chorai t w o 
a n d four : 
Scene II 4, Return of Marpessa by Idas (5.18.15-16): 
"ISac, MapTrnaav KocAAiatpupov, d v f o i 'ATTOAACOV 
dp-Trace, rav E u a v o u dye i TtdAiv OUK dfEKOuaav.4 1 
Idas leads back again Marpessa of the fair ankles, whom Apollo stole 
from him, the daughter of Euenos, nothing loth. 
Scene II 7, Marriage of Jason and Medea (5.18.25): 
M r i S s i a v ' I d o c o v yauEEi, KEAETOCI 8 ' ' A 9 p o 8 i ' T a . 
Jason weds Medea at Aphrodite's behest. 
Scene II 8, Apollo and the Muses (5.18.28-9): 
A a T o ' i S a s ouxoc. y a f d v a § f E x d f e p y o g 'ATTOAACOV 
M o u o a i 5' ducp' auTov, xapifEic, x°P°S> a i C f l KcrrdpxEi. 
This is Leto's son, King Apollo that smithes from afar; and about him are 
the Muses, a goodly choir, whom he leads. 
Scene II 9, Atlas and Heracles (5.18.36): 
"ATACXC, o u p a v o v OUTOC. E'XEI, TCX SE udAa ME9riaEi. 
This is Atlas who upholds the heaven, but the apples he shall give up. 
Scene IV 7, T h e Dioscuri return Helen (5.19.19-20): 
Tuv5ocpt'5a 'EAeVav cpEpETOv, Ai '9pav 8 ' EA"/E(I)TOV A6dva8EV. 4 2 
The sons of Tyndareus are bearing Helen away, and dragging Aithra from 
Aphidna. 
'' All MSS equally give the second line as: d p T i a o E , TOCU EK v aou udAiu dyei O U K d e K O u a a v , which 
does not fit the metre. The emendation by Frohner 1892: 291 is widely accepted today, not least 
because the position of the patronymic is not rare in archaic inscriptions. Snell's correction of the 
name to EueavoG, modelled on Bacchylides, seems to have been largely ignored (Snell 1952:160 n. 1). 
For Robert's suggestion cf. n. 44 below. 
11 This is the transmitted text in all of the manuscripts. Stuart-Jones 1894: 76-7 and others have 
regarded the passage as corrupt because of alleged difficulties with the metre and made various 
attempts at emendation. Gallavotti 1978: 12-13 argues, however, that the manuscript transmission is 
genuine and that Pausanias' (as well as the modern philologists') puzzlement about the metre results 
from unfamiliarity with a metre which is similar to that of Stesichorus, a dactylo-anapaestictetrapody 
and a anapaestic dimeter. The reading is accepted in Pausanias, Description de Id Grice, tome v (Paris 
1999) ad loc. 
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Scene IV 8, Duel between Agamemnon and Koon: see above. 
Scene IV 9, Judgment of Paris (5.19.32-3): 
'Epuei'ag 68' 'AAe£dv5pcp SEIKVUTI Siarrfjv 
TOU f EI'SEOS "Hpav Kal A 9 d v a v Kai AcppoSiTocv. 
This is Hermes who shows to Alexander for trial of beauty Hera and 
Athena and Aphrodite. 
Scene IV 11, Ajax and Cassandra (5.19.39): 
A if a s KccadvSpocv CCTT' 'A9ava(ocs AoKpos E'AKEI. 
Ajax the Locrian drags Kassandra f rom Athene. 
Not one of the epigrams is a quote from any literary text known to us, and 
the deictic character of most of them renders it very unlikely that they 
would be quotes from lost poetry. Rather, the epigrams seem to have been 
created specifically for the kypsele. This is confirmed by the few cases which 
we can test against their otherwise most likely literary source. The one case is 
the duel between Agamemnon and Koon which clearly depends on the Iliad 
but features two hexameters which make no linguistic reference to the epic 
at all. The second case is the epigram of the Atlas scene. Its first part shows 
such a close parallel to Hes. Theog. 517 that a direct dependence on it seems 
likely:43 
"ATAOCS oupocvov Eupuv E'XEI K p c c T E p f j s UTt' dvdyxris. 
And Atlas through hard constraint upholds the wide heaven. 
Choice and order of words are close enough to suggest a deliberate link; 
however Hesiod was not quoted exactly but with intentional variation. 
While Hesiod focuses on the burden of heaven, the kypsele suggests that, 
rather than handing over this burden, Atlas had to hand over the apples of 
the Hesperids, which he would surely have preferred to keep. 
A connection between the epigram in the Idas-Marpessa scene and Horn. 
H- 9- 557 (K°upri MapTrriaoqs KaAAiacpupou Euqvivqs) suggested by 
some is much less obvious. Robert emends the first verse of the epigram 
to "ISccc MdpTrqoav KocAAiacpupov 'Euav ivav but succumbs to circular 
reasoning by first suggesting a close relationship with the verse in the 
Iliad and then finding it supported by his emended text.44 Also the 
emendation ends in an aporia since he cannot complete the second verse 
Robert 1888: 140 n. 3. 4 4 Robert 1888: 140. 
9 2 B A R B A R A E . B O R G 
of the epigram with the remaining parts. The adjective KccAAiacpupos is 
clearly epic but quite common and does not seem to support sufficiently the 
hypothesis that the epigram on the kypsele derives from this specific epic 
verse. 
For the other epigrams, no relation to any particular lines of poetry can be 
established - if ever there was one. The marriage of Jason and Medea was 
probably treated in a lost Argonautica by Eumelus.45 It seems to have been 
a local, Corinthian variant of the story of Medea which is otherwise 
unknown. Nevertheless, since the iconography of the relief is not specific, 
it is impossible to know whether the scene was inspired by Eumelus' epic or 
rather by a common local narrative tradition. There is a scene with Apollo 
and the Muses on the Shield of Heracles in the pseudo-hesiodic Aspis 
(w. 200-2) described, however, in different words. The first abduction 
and return of Helen was narrated probably by Alcman and, according to a 
scholion, in the Epic Cycle. Yet the first surviving account of it is Herodotus 
9.73. Therefore we cannot check any relationship between the epigram and/ 
or scene and contemporary poetry. Since the epigram is also hopelessly 
corrupt, there would in any case be a severe danger of falling into a similar 
trap of circular reasoning as Robert did with the Idas-Marpessa scene. For 
the epigrams on the Judgment of Paris and Ajax and Cassandra, all possible 
poetic parallels are again lost, but any close connection to poetry seems 
highly unlikely from the start because of their deictic and very simple 
character. 
The epigrams also differ in terms of their impact on the interpretation of 
the images. In some cases they provide essential factual statements, in others 
they guide the viewer's interpretation and evaluation of an episode, while in 
some they do not seem to add anything except their form. The epigram of 
the Idas-Marpessa scene provides the names of the protagonists while the 
common iconography of leading a woman/bride would not suffice to 
identify the characters. It also draws attention to a crucial point of the 
story which is not visible at all, the fact that Marpessa had been previously 
abducted by Apollo, and that Idas succeeded in winning her back. In the 
context of the following four scenes, which we can read as variations on the 
theme 'winning a bride', these details obviously were important. In this 
scene, a mortal wrests a woman from a god, while in the neighbouring scene 
with the cunning seduction of Alcmene by Zeus it is the other way round. 
The Jason and Medea epigram fulfils a similar function. A crucial aspect of 
the marriage is apparently the subtle power of Aphrodite arranging for the 
Huxley 1969: 60-79; testimonia and fragments now in West 2003: 200—49. 
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union, while in the adjacent scene the return of Helen is achieved by violent 
force. Again, none of the scenes would be recognisable without the 
inscriptions. 
The Atlas scene could certainly be identified without the epigram but in 
this case the viewer's attention is drawn to the loss of the apples, which he 
would have liked to keep while still retaining the burden of heaven. The 
epigrams of Apollo and the Muses, of the Judgment of Paris and of Ajax and 
Cassandra just confirm the obvious. But these last examples in particular, as 
well as the lack of sophistication in the majority of the epigrams, make it 
clear that the important thing is not just information and content but also 
form, a form that could hardly be more clearly related to (epic) poetry. 
A D O P T I O N S OF E P I C S U B J E C T S A N D P R O T A G O N I S T S 
It is probably fair to assume - though not verifiable in every single case — 
that all episodes depicted on the 'chest' were treated more or less extensively 
in at least one poetic work existing at the time the 'chest' was created.46 T o 
support such a claim, which however has no implications for any direct 
dependence of any of the images on any specific piece of poetry,47 we would 
need to look for a scene that is either unique to a specific text and its 
narrative strategy (like the duel between Agamemnon and Koon), or a scene 
showing a common event but offering an interpretation which is unique to 
a particular text. Both appear to be true for scene IV 5: 
The duel between Ajax and Hector 
u o v o u a x o u v T o s 5e A i a v x i "Eicropos KOTOC TIJV TrpoKAnaiv peTa^u 
EOTr)K£v auTcov "Epic, aioxicnri TO eiSos. Paus. 5.19.2 
Ajax is engaged in single combat with Hector in pursuance of his 
challenge, and between them stands Eris hideous to look on. 
The subject is common in archaic art and is depicted from the last quarter of 
the seventh century on Corinthian vases, later also on Athenian ones.48 But 
the scene on the 'chest' differs from all the other images by showing Eris, 
most repulsive (aiaxi'oTq), between the heroes. The episode is narrated in 
Iliad 7.207-82 but Eris is not present there either. Rather, the divine driving 
Exceptions are the allegorical scenes II 1—3 and 10 and the single figures IV 10 and 13. 
O n the problem see Snodgrass 1998; Giuliani 1998. 
LIMCi (1981) 312-36, esp. 319-21 nos. 33-50 s.v. Aias 1 (O. Touchefeu); Splitter 2000: 41-2. 
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forces behind the fight are Athena and Apollo (7.37—42), and their intention 
is to end all fighting for this day. T h e scene on the 'chest', therefore, is not 
an exact illustration of the text. T h e idea of adding Eris to the familiar scene 
must have resulted f rom the desire to stress explicitly the aspect of strife 
within the episode. 
T o be sure, it is hardly surprising that a duel would mean eris in the sense 
of belligerence, strife, discord etc.49 But the depiction of a duel between 
heroes is always to some extent ambivalent. Whi le the aspect of strife will 
never be missing, such a fight can and will of ten be perceived as an example 
of heroic courage or — in this particular case — even of self-sacrifice of an 
individual hero for his troops. Thus , Eris is not tautological bu t guides the 
understanding of the image in one particular direction, which is chosen 
f rom several alternatives. Whi le not present in person, it is exactly this 
aspect of eris which figures prominent ly in the Iliad as well. It appears at the 
beginning of the episode where Zeus is called the initiator of strife and 
combat between the two armed forces (//. 7.210). At the end of the episode, 
the mot i f is taken up again where Hector contrasts eris as the characteristic 
feature of combat with the friendly reconciliation after the duel's end in a 
draw (II. 7.301: finev Euccpvdo9r|v EpiSoc, -nipi 9uuo(36poio, r\h' OUT' ev 
(piAoTrjTi SiETnaysv dp9|ar)oavTE, transl. S. Butler ' T h e twain verily 
fought in rivalry of soul-devouring strife, bu t thereafter made them a 
compact and were parted in friendship') . epi$ 9uuo[36pos, 'soul-devouring 
strife', marking both the beginning and the end of the duel, thus becomes 
the motivation as well as the primary characteristic of the action. W i t h o u t 
being personified explicitly, eris still is presented as an independent force 
affecting the mortals and driving them to fight. 
W h e t h e r or not we consider it likely that the same episode was narrated 
in other contexts and/or epics, the unique emphasis on eris on the 'chest ' 
suggests a direct connection between the image and the Iliad, which can be 
fur ther supported by looking at the evaluation of the event in both image 
and text. O n the kypsele, Eris is clearly negative. According to Pausanias, 
Eris is aiaxiOTn, most repulsive, a characterisation clearly referring to her 
physical features in the first place. W h e n we take the figure as a c o m m e n t on 
the scene, however, the feature turns into a metaphor characterising strife 
itself as a repulsive event or condit ion. In the image on the 'chest', detached 
f rom its narrative context, the iconography of Eris is used to trigger an 
evaluation of the action closely matching that of the Iliad. There , the fight is 
49 Gruber 1963: 4off., who notes 54-5 that the original meaning 'fight', which would fit our context as 
well, is rather rare after Homer. 
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clearly not narrated as a positive event either, even though it ends with Ajax 
and Hector exchanging gifts. Rather, it is 'an empty paradigm of the heroic 
code'50 since from the outset it is predetermined that the duel will lead to no 
result: Athena and Apollo have initiated it only to end the atrocities of the 
one day, not to bring about an end of the war as the two heroes are made to 
believe.51 
In two other cases, it is the iconography of the figures that seems to 
depend on literary sources: 
Ker in the duel between Eteocles and Polynices 
TCOV 5 e O i S m o S o c . T t c d S e o v TTOAUVEIKEI TTETTTCOKOTI EC, y o v u ETTEIOIV 
' E T E O K A f j g . T O O TTOAUVEI 'KOUS 8 E 6 T T I O 9 E V ( y u v r i ) EOTHKEV OSOVTCXC, T E 
i 'xouaa O U S E V r m e p c o T E p o u c , S n p i ' o u , KCU o i KOU TGOV x E L P " V EIOIV 
ETTiKauuEis o i OVUXES- E T r i y p a u u a 6E ETT' a u x f i s i v a i cpna i K f j p a , cbc. TOV UEV 
UTTO TOU TtETtpcoMevou x o v TToAuvEiKnv a T r a x 9 E V T a , 'ETEOKAET 5E y E v o u E n c , 
K a i a u v TCO S iKcacp TsAEUTfis . P a u s . 5.19.6 
O f t h e s o n s o f O e d i p u s , P o l y n i c e s h a s f a l l e n o n h i s k n e e , a n d E t e o c l e s a d v a n c e s 
u p o n h i m . A n d b e h i n d P o l y n i c e s s t a n d s a f e m a l e figure w i t h t u s k s as t e r r i b l e as a 
b e a s t ' s , a n d h o o k e d t a l o n s o n h e r h a n d s , a n d t h e i n s c r i p t i o n b e s i d e h e r says t h a t s h e 
is a K e r - m e a n i n g t h a t f a t e h a s s n a t c h e d P o l y n i c e s a w a y , a n d t h a t E t e o c l e s , t o o , 
j u s t l y m e t h i s d o o m . 
The duel and its surrounding events have not been preserved in any archaic 
text so that we cannot check whether Ker in this particular scene could have 
been stimulated by poetry (the best candidate would be the lost Thebais). 
O n the other hand, Ker as a character and her specific iconography are 
unique in the visual arts, while she appears in archaic poetry more than 
once.52 All other (and later) representations of Keres in art do not show the 
female daemon but personifications of individual fates of death, which only 
appear in scenes of psycho- or kerostasiaiP 
O n the 'chest' however, Ker is the personification of a violent, fatal 
destiny and death in the iconography of a frightful daemon like the ones 
appearing in Homer and on the shield of Heracles, who in the middle of 
combat snatch for corpses and the wounded. While the Keres of the 
s° Stanley 1993: 95. 
51 For a different view see Snodgrass 1998:112 who regards Eris as 'not particularly appropriate'. 
52 LIMCw (1992) 14-23 s.v. Ker (R. Vollkommer). The identification of other daemonic creatures on 
vases with Ker is rejected with good reason by Vollkommer ibid, and Vollkommer 1991; on the unique 
scene on the 'chest' cf. also Splitter 2000: 44-5. 
" LIMCvi (1992) 14-23 s.v. Ker (R. Vollkommer); Bremmer 1983:113-19. 
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psychostasiai a re m a l e , s i nce t h e i r g e n d e r is m o d e l l e d o n t h e g e n d e r o f t h e 
i n d i v i d u a l s w h o s e f a t e t h e y p e r s o n i f y , K e r o n t h e ' c h e s t ' as we l l as i n t h e 
ep ics is f e m a l e l ike t h e g e n u s o f t h e n o u n ker. A c c o r d i n g l y , s h e c a n n o t b e 
t h e p e r s o n a l f a t e o f P o l y n i c e s fighting in f r o n t o f h e r ; t h a t is, s h e c a n n o t b e 
h i s f a t e in t h e s e n s e o f s o m e p a r t o f h i m s e l f , b u t is a n i n d e p e n d e n t figure. 
W h a t is m o r e , a c c o r d i n g t o P a u s a n i a s s h e h a d t e e t h l ike a n a n i m a l a n d 
t a lons , t w o cha rac te r i s t i c s o f K e r w e m e e t aga in in t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e 
s h i e l d o f H e r a c l e s . 5 4 O n t h e s e g r o u n d s , S t u a r t - J o n e s h a s c o n c l u d e d t h a t t h e 
i m a g e o n t h e ' c h e s t ' h a s b e e n t a k e n f r o m t h e AspisP G i v e n t h e vas t a m o u n t 
o f p o e t r y los t t o us i t s e e m s h a r d t o p r o v e th i s . H o w e v e r , h e r c lose r e l a t i o n t o 
p o e t r y in g e n e r a l is s u g g e s t e d b y t h e f ac t t h a t K e r w a s n o t r e p r e s e n t e d aga in 
i n a n y o t h e r i m a g e . I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e s i n g u l a r i t y o f K e r i n G r e e k ar t , t h e 
d i f f e r e n c e i n K e r ' s i c o n o g r a p h y in H o m e r a n d H e s i o d also s u p p o r t s t h e 
v i e w t h a t t h e d a e m o n o n t h e ' c h e s t ' is n o t a s t o c k figure f r o m f o l k ta le e i t h e r . 
Nyx, Hypnos and Thanatos 
TTETroiriTai 5E y u v f i T r a ? 8 a AEUKOV K c x 9 E u 8 o v T a d v E x o u o a T f j BE^IS xE,PL> 
x f j 8E ETEpcc U E A a v a E'XEI TtaTSa KC<9EUSOVTL EOIKOTCX, d u c p o T E p o u c , 
S i E O T p a w a E v o u s TOU^ TtoBag . 5 r |AoT \xhv Srj TCC E T n y p d u p a T a , o u v s i v a i 5E 
Kcri dvEU r c b v E T r i y p a n n a T c o v EOTI, G d v a x o v TE s i v a i 0 9 0 5 Kai "YTTVOV, KO(i 
d u e p o T E p o i s NUKTCI a u T o T c T p o c p o v . Paus . 5.18.1 
A w o m e n is r e p r e s e n t e d s u p p o r t i n g a s l e e p i n g w h i t e c h i l d o n h e r r ight arm, a n d o n 
h e r l e f t a b l a c k c h i l d l ike o n e that s leeps; b o t h h a v e the ir fee t t u r n e d o u t w a r d s . T h e 
i n s c r i p t i o n s s h o w - t h o u g h it is easy to c o m p r e h e n d the s c e n e w i t h o u t t h e m - that 
t h e y are D e a t h a n d S l e e p , a n d that s h e w h o n u r s e s t h e m is N i g h t . 
A c c o r d i n g t o P a u s a n i a s , N y x is c a r r y i n g i n h e r a r m s w h i t e H y p n o s 
a n d b l a c k T h a n a t o s , o n e s l e e p i n g a n d t h e o t h e r o n l y a p p e a r i n g t o s leep . 
T h e i c o n o g r a p h y o f a kourotrophos w i t h t w o c h i l d r e n is n o t e n t i r e l y 
u n c o m m o n ; 5 6 h o w e v e r , t h e cons t e l l a t i on o f figures as well as H y p n o s ' a n d 
T h a n a t o s ' d e p i c t i o n as c h i l d r e n is u n i q u e . T h u s i t s e e m s r e m a r k a b l e t h a t , i n 
H e s i o d , N i g h t is n o t o n l y t h e m o t h e r o f S l eep a n d D e a t h 5 7 b u t t h a t t h e 
w e l l - k n o w n passage in Theogony 7 5 6 - 7 also i n d i c a t e s a s i m i l a r i c o n o g r a p h i c 
54 Hes. Scut. 156-60; 248-57. In Horn. //. 18. 535-40 there are no such animal features; Ker in the battle 
scene on the shield of Achilles is described like a human being, wearing, however, a bloodstained dress 
adopted by Ps.-Hesiod later on as well. 
55 Stuart-Jones 1894: 51. O n the interpretation of the scene cf. Borg 2002: 109—11. 
' 6 For parallels see Borg 2002; 132-3 with further evidence; Splitter 2000: 31. 
57 Hes. Theog. 211-12; 756-9. In Homer, the genealogy is not entirely clear but Sleep and Death are 
brothers and twins respectively: Horn. //. 1 4 . 2 3 1 (Kaoiyvr|Tcp Savcrroio); 1 6 . 6 7 2 ("YTTUCO Kai 
©avctTcp SiSundoaiv). 
Epigrams in archaic art: the 'Chest ofKypselos' 97 
cons te l l a t ion in sp i te o f t h e fact t h a t o n l y o n e b r o t h e r is ac tual ly carr ied o n 
N i g h t ' s a rms : 
f | 5 ' "YTTVOV METC( X E P ° ' > K a o ( y v r | T o v G a v d x o i o , 
N u £ 6 A o r ) , vE<pEAn KEKO:AUUUEVT"| r)EpoEi8Ei. 
But the other holds in her arms Sleep the brother of Death, even evil 
Night, wrapped in a vaporous cloud. 
Accord ing ly , w e m a y feel i nc l ined to fo l low S tua r t ­ Jones h e r e in a s s u m i n g a 
d i rec t r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n t h e image o n t h e ' ches t ' a n d t h e Theogony.^ 
Poetic modes of expression 
O n a d i f f e r en t occas ion, I have a l ready t r i ed to d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t t h e ' ches t ' 
is u n i q u e a m o n g archa ic w o r k s o f a r t in a n o t h e r respect , t h a t is in u s i n g 
allegories a n d allegorical pe rson i f i ca t ions . 5 9 B o t h are m o d e s o f express ion 
based o n t h e visual isa t ion o f the i r sub j ec t b u t , q u i t e surpr is ingly , first a p p e a r 
in poe t ry . I n real images w e find o n l y a f e w examples f r o m t h e e n d o f t h e 
s ix th c e n t u r y o n w a r d s w i t h n u m b e r s increas ing sl ightly b y t h e e n d o f t h e 
fifth c e n t u r y . T h e ' ches t ' does n o t c o p y a n d i l lustrate ind iv idua l , specif ic 
allegories t a k e n f r o m p o e t r y b u t uses a p o e t i c m e a n s o f express ion d e m o n ­
s t r a t ing ways o f t h i n k i n g a n d o f c o n v e y i n g a message s imi lar t o t h a t o f 
poe t ry . T h e s e m e a n s are f u n d a m e n t a l l y d i f f e r en t f r o m those o f real images 
in ar t o f t h e t ime . I n this c o n t e x t w e m a y recall t h a t t h e ep ig r ams also 
p rov ide a l i nk to p o e t r y b y us ing a m o d e o f express ion, a p o e t i c f o r m , r a the r 
t h a n b y d i rec t q u o t a t i o n . E v e n t h e Atlas ep ig r am, p r o b a b l y invo lv ing an 
in te r tex tua l a l lus ion, is n o t a d i rec t q u o t a t i o n . T h i s close l i nk b e t w e e n a 
p iece o f ar t a n d p o e t r y is u n i q u e w i t h i n t h e a rcha ic pe r iod , a n d I h o p e t o 
s h o w o n a n o t h e r occas ion t h a t t h e c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e ' ches t ' as a w h o l e m a y 
b e a d i rec t r eac t ion t o t h e con te s t o f t h e arts s t a r t ed a l ready b y H o m e r w h e n 
h e used t h e ecphras is o f Achil les ' shie ld , c rea ted b y H e p h a e s t u s , t o refer to 
his o w n d iv ine techne. 0 
58 Stuart­Jones 1894:51­2. Stuart­Jones goes even further claiming that all children of Night listed in 
Theog. 2iifF. would figure on the 'chest' suggesting an even closer relationship between the two 
works. However, the identification of the two women pounding in a mortar in II3 is more than 
uncertain (cf. Splitter 2000: 32; Borg 2002: 122­6); Geras is definitely missing; Eris appears in a 
Homeric scene. 
" Borg 2002. 
6 0 Snodgrass 1998: 109 seems to have seen the parallel as well but claims that 'Pausanias has made it 
[i.e. the 'chest'] into a kind of poor man's Shield of Achilles'. However, Pausanias' dry description can 
hatdly be more different from Homer's, and it is the designer of the kypsele who tried to rival the great 
poets. 
9 8 B A R B A R A E. B O R G 
For now, there remains the question of how such an unusual piece of art 
could have come into being in the first place. W h o would be capable of 
designing such a work? As Luca Giuliani and Anthony Snodgrass have 
demonstrated, there is no indication that vase painters of that time intended 
to illustrate texts (as opposed to common stories) at all and the general 
differences between mythical images on vases and their counterparts in 
poetry, often noticed with surprise, are due to the basically oral nature of the 
poems.6 ' Vase painters did not possess and had no access to written versions 
of works of poetry, which they could have used to make faithful illustrations 
of them - assuming for the sake of the argument that they would at least 
occasionally have wished to do so. Rather, they had to rely on their memory, 
which would have been not just selective but also 'contaminated' by other 
versions of the 'same' narratives and episodes. Yet the uniquely close 
relationship between the design of the 'chest' and poetry - including their 
formal, rhetorical aspects, their visualising strategies — can hardly be 
explained without the assumption that this design was based on a good 
knowledge of poetry and poetic strategies, possibly even on written versions 
of at least some pieces of poetry.62 
If this is right, then the ancient tradition that the 'chest' was donated by 
the Cypselids, the tyrants of Corinth, becomes even more relevant. A great 
deal of poetry was commissioned by aristocratic families including tyrants 
and also performed or read at their gatherings and festivals. If indeed written 
texts were involved, all the evidence would support the suggestion that the 
first written epics (or parts of them) were in the possession of the great 
archaic tyrants' families. Although there is no explicit evidence for the 
Cypselids' possession of written poetry — as opposed to Pisistratus' 
and Polycrates'63 - there is no reason to doubt that conditions in Corinth 
could have been quite similar to those in Athens and Samos.64 While we can 
only speculate about any details concerning the planning, design and 
61 Giuliani 1998: esp. 107—26, Snodgrass 2001, both with further bibliography; on the question of early 
written epic also Rosier 1980: 45—56 with bibliography, esp. Dihle 1970: 94-119; 144—53. 
62 Snodgrass 1998: 115 and 2001 rightly stresses that the 'chest' has only very few images of Homeric 
themes, and that it is rather revealing that Pausanias, like many modern scholars, displays a bias 
towards Homer when attempting to interpret the scenes in the upper cbora. 
63 Athen. 1.3 A; cf. Rosier 1980: esp. 48-9 with n. 50. 
64 The fact that the Cypselids are indeed slightly earlier still does not necessarily pose a problem; 
cf. Dihle 1970:108-19,w n 0 argues for a step-by-step distribution ofwritten versions of Homeric epic, 
possibly even of just parts of it, from the seventh century onwards, and proposes that Hesiod's poems 
were written poetry from the start (ibid. 120—34); o n t r l e gradual spread of writing and the use of 
writing in poetic production see Thomas 1992: esp. 101—27 with valid methodological critique 
of schematic attempts to establish whether or not a particular text was originally created as oral or 
written poetry. 
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creation of the 'chest', the tyrant's family must have been involved in some 
way since it must have been through their encouragement and mediation 
that specific contents and rhetorical strategies of written poetry were made 
known to the person who designed the 'chest'. Against this background, it 
also becomes more comprehensible that the 'chest' is such an isolated piece. 
Pausanias' attempt to attribute the epigrams to the Corinthian poet 
Eumelus fails not least on chronological grounds,6 ' and we would also 
hesitate to believe that an anonymous poet of some repute has composed 
the rather unsophisticated epigrams on the 'chest'. Accordingly, the most 
plausible scenario probably is that a member of the Cypselid 'court' was 
responsible for the overall design as well as the epigrams, a person with very 
detailed knowledge of poetry in general and possibly even access to some 
written poetry, who felt challenged to enter into the competition between 
the different media. As the superior techne of Hephaestus creating the shield 
is an implicit reference to Homer 's techne, the hexameters on the 'chest' may 
be taken as a reference to the ambitious claims of its anonymous creator. 
65 Pavese 1987:53-7. DNP 4 (1998) 249-50 s.v. Eumelos Q. Latacz); West 2002. For a different view see 
Snodgrass 2001: 134. 
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